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Elementary and secondary teachers are recognizing 
that today's children are products of'a visual era who bring visual 
literacy to their school * language learning. Visual resources may be 
developed and used as a valuable motivational technigue. The 
following programs utilizing this approach" are outlined: Dorothy 
Lopez 1 development of polaroid picture-taking to stimulate sucecial 
"'education children; Debes and William's "pictures first,-then words" 
reading pregrams for bilingual children; Miriam Offenberg's use of 
slide-sound productions in visual composition; and Judie Vishonski's 
inclusion of slide-sound productions, super-8 movie film, and black 
and white photographs as writing stimuli in her curriculum for 
seventh-graders. (KS) 
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DEVELOPING LANGIAGE VIA VISy.Ur LITERACY 


Ihev'ro going .to teach my son to read next autumn. It's time 
ar.i K* k:\ow:". it. He already reads fallen leaves, ouddlcsg things 
tl."* ouil'le.'s left, cat-persona Li. ties"and how-the-distantly-vicwed- 
moun tainsH->.'ol-to v ,iay better than I do. 

s * - 

i;i‘h these words, Sam Sabesta (1071. 0.156) describes his visually 


K teratV six-yoar*oKl who is about to enter the ranks of ‘the verbally' 

i 


literato,"more commonly defined as those who can read and write print.. 
<*» 

Barley (1971) draws an interesting analogy by defining vis’-i?. literacy 
as the ability to read and write using visual tools., .Vie live in a 


visual world of wonderful T.^’hts and colors which may bp experienced 


either directly or indirectly through-pictures, film, and television". 

+ • •' • v- - . 

Yet; as teachers we are usually so concerned with developing.the verba lljr % 


literate child, that we often ignore the natural literacy h'e may bring 
with him to school from his visual environment. This is frequently an 

s* 

untapped resource which may be extended and used to develop language 
skills. • 4 - * 

Visual literacy emerged as a serious concern for educators- after 
the first National Conference-on Visual .Literacy.held in Rochester in 1969. 

•The proceedings (1970) presented definitions, a rationale, researck^and 

, ^ . . • 
descriptions of on-going school programs. They made stirring reading ,• 

offering new insights and promising new ways of working with chi-lot^n. 








Feeley Pa ye 2 


in an of tuiy -.noml virliol techno! ,-*y. Ponderin'.’ what had hardened 


since t-na.sc 'c.uiba,.;.' days ' 1 vas qui te disappointed when I reviewed 


the recent literature ami found only a hnndfulAof iteres and very little 


new ini onation. However. I didn't s ton there but continued'my search 


it^to the schools themselves to find that vis.ua! .literacy is, indeed. 


. ' , .. . o 

alive an ! n:\l ilourishin^ -in rr.any classrooms creative teafchers 


are er.jlovin--visual literacy techniques in their lanyuaye programs. 


often vithf ut oeir j ai Sre of toe 'tern or the movement that "row out 


of the t’oche. ter conference six year:, ayo. * ’• 


hpocial seeds and Hi lingual Children 


In .>ow \or.k City, Dorothy Lore2 runs a summer program for special. 


edocad In children. An important component features instructing the 


children ir, polaroid photography so that* they can record highlights of 


ficlFi trips for later discussion and language experience stories 0 . The 

\ 1 . . . . . 

immediacy of feedback supplied by the polaroid pictures helps to sustain 


newly developed oral vocabulary and concepts /or these special needs' 


children. Hack at school, they dictate their stories about .their picture; 


t9 teachers and aides who record them, in print foh each child's own 


photc-story book. These are.used as individualized readers to helo 


maintain and further develop readin? skills.* r'" • 

. describe * 

.Pebes and Williams (l--)'M; p.SdLseveral- similar "pictures first, • 

. n. •- , * • ' • ' 


thqn wor'ds" reading programs bc-i’ny used with suc^ special populations 


-gt-S —fol li 


l/n^mal ch'-ilcffen in the Montebellb- School District in Southern 


<► ' * \ 
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v.aJ.1.1 or::; i? ?.n<L J o'-- in ‘^hij.cron in Cany >n uhinle. Arizona.,' They say: / 


' i'he r-. :h<v! is basically, the language experience method, but j 


j 

■ vito -> 


ur ;s audit » % a -hv. eriul r.o” Viorsont. . . . The combination 


,oi rv.k’.pi c lures. aciiu ,, sp* 'kin-', and then using th? photos / 


© 

V , 


as visual cuos to. the verbal language* that has been connected- / 
with th*»n heirs the children make very solid progress in learn ii/g 
rest! in; skill; ( I \> 7-1, p.33); • . /' 


• > . . j 

Again in N’ew^York City, Miriam Of fenberg'gave. her. Spariisti-speaking 

t-hird- ,ra<if rs ij.'stummatjic cameras »to nhrtogranh scenes from, their^neighbor¬ 
hood. Converting these picture into slides, she used them to promote * 
' ' 

oral-aural IJnyliS^:. ’then it came time for her. class to .not together 


a v-hr,i.str."s assembly program, a si jxlo-saund production seemed, only 

• <» • j 

* natural. Etch child contributed at least-one slide, and the class . 


coordinated the scenes.with Chfistmas songs.' Most o-f the pictures 

a * A ^ 

represented Christmas in the city: store windows, wreaths on trcvffic 

to * ^ ^ 

li^ots. ever* a..iocal bodega wi.t*h a Manta Clikus advertisement on its 

door. To icom v 'ar.v their own singing of "Good King iienceslaus," the 

- • \ 

children appropriately'chose slides taken on a, class trip to the Cloisters, 

. a reconstructed medieval monastery. These children, for whom English 

• *• . *• . * , 
was a second, yet-to—be—controlled language, were able to compose visually, 


expressing a theme by interweaving their photograghs with familiar' 


English lyrics. 


Visually Literate Seventh-Graders in Suburbia 

/ 


One of those teachers to wfeom ihe term "visual literacy" was new,' 



Judie Vihonski has been extending and developing both verbal and visual 

- ft ■ 
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.skills in her seventh-'facie language arts classes in the Yaxley 

1 

M j cM ! School • Oakland, New Jersey, in several ways. Individuals . '• 
- . * # 
or r..-i.d Ingroups coir.co’se slide-sound productions around, a theme, usually 

expr^sst.-d in Vi’favorite nop tune. For' example, Anna shot scenes of 

peoole helpin'; poonle in the schooj^environr.ent (the nurse, teacher, 

older chi.idrenp.with those younger) and arranged them'to fit the words 


<r of the song. "Lean on Me." 'Ann .and Cathy chose to capture such scenes 


r % , 

as sunsets, their classmates at nlay, in teres tin 1 ' faces. and blooming 

plants* and l lowers to" accompany- "Kvorything Is Beautiful."*, >, 

' • - ° . 

These seventh-trailers alscy-emnloy simple animation techniques 
" * * 

to- compose single concent and story cartoons using the super-H movie 


camera, * Alan. Neale, and Bob collaborated on an animated alphabet film, 

3 \ . / * , \ 

"A lnha'oetoons using cut-felt letters and simple figures that move 


across a flannel•board to the tune,of,“The Kntertainir." Carol developed 


a concept film called "Circle" to visual shapes for primary children. 


"Freddy Frog's Great Adventure," drawn*and filmed by Mark and John, and 

•S. M 

"The Day .Rudolph Lost His ilose," executed by David and Robert, are , » 


wordless cartoon fantasies that delight young viewers. These embryo 


L- 


filmmakers involve their audiqpces by encouraging them to tell the 


0 , \ 

story as the drawings flicker apCross thfe screen, thus\ helping,. the younger 


children to grow in Visual perception and oral language. (Directions. ‘ 

.ftfr these animation , techniques appear ait the end of this paper.) 

Ms. Vihqnski al$o uses some of David Sohn's (1964) ideas by offering 

4 * a 

— • , - . .« . .... 

her own mounted, black and white photographs as writing stimuli, thus , 


» * 
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reversin ' the pr<fce,ss. the childreh used in making slide-sound and 

" - _ * ' <1 

suner-fl v-rod.uc tions-Instead of communicating. by 'mentis 'of visuals . . , 

they now write expressively to tell the picture’s story. 

The nhdtos of pe >ple in various urban settings elicited, empathetic 


and penc,et^tivc responses from even the most reluctant writers.„ They 


-wrote of' the lonliness arvdi 

A 


anxiety that lay bengath the clown's smiling 
face, of -the sadness and frustration conveyed by the figure of the 
dejected man leaning despondently over the impersonal city's-park 
fence, xtnd of the fear and futility of a homesick soldier. The 
power of "the visuals seemed to unleash the power of the childr’en's 
written, language. Samples of their poetry and poetry-like prose follow. 


• Clown 

His\lii T e is Like a kaleidoscooe, always changing.. Underneath 
that happy, painted face is a serious attitude. This clown's job 
is to make people,hanoy — but how»happy is he? Hours grow into 
days, and years go past. Who is he? ferhaps he does not know. 

Maureen Mutter 


Aiding behind a painted smile 

... thinking 

Where.trill I be tomorrow? 

What will today be like? 

Is this what my life is going to 
Be like,.going from day to day 
Never knowing where I'll end up.-- or how 
I will be. - 

• ' , Laurie VanderVliet 


V Sadness ’ 

Leaning over the fence crying 
Showing his emotiens 

Feeling lo.nely * * 

Sadness affects everyone. 

Mark Vanderibos 


. V 


* . / 






• - i... - 





Ct . 
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if 


l : nh:i- ,.i i hr-s.s, 

~a s t i r^n v i cl - t fence J 
A />,;n ’li' ir'h.V.'D i rv^ss ‘ 

H«? feels vei'y droarv 

‘ K’on HoT^er 


c n 

* Fuy^.n ; to escape 

-From the lioisv, crowded park 
Fo tranquility 

' Carol Shindler 


The Soldier 




A 



Ju;t sitting th^r-o. feeling sorry for himself. He thinks about • 
•his family at home;; he puridcjfi ly 'grows homesick. Hi s v;i f e lives each 0 
day ^worajer.i n g i: her husband i s a 11* -r«i ;h 1 1 She only keens in touch 
with hrm ;h letters. .lie ponders over'the thought of go-in^ out' 

on the battlefield. .* ' ’ 

^ IC'ar is .tapin’ hver him. The lunn In his throat'" crows enormous, 
and the hotter fl i es in his stomach seem, to .jet hi gger.. His life is 
so coa'-us'»d. ' 

, » , Cindy Frank 

' > <* 

•Incidentally. the composition about"the "soldier" was elicited 
- - • ’ !•*',’ X 

oya nhoto of an explorer scout. Vho jus t -happened to bl* oriental, 

* C * * * 

in unique clothing amidst troop gear on a Staten Island ferry. The 

, ° ^ 0 1 J 

v niter obviously brought; "her 'visual experiences with the war in Indo- 

o • , 

China to her interpretation of the picture. This incident lends support 

•/ 

.to- li llion’s (l‘) 7 3, P.308) argument for visual literacy programs that 

* • 

prepare students for our highly visual culture. .The viewer must realize 

’ „ , ‘ • ... f 

*that . • ".-much ot what he sees.has been processed and filtered through 



someone else’s perceptions first.” While this’ deceptive photo Had no 
"cj^rreeft"*.interpretation in this case because»it was.being used to stimulate . 
free, expressive writiffg, the children could learn from i<t that modern 
media can distort reality, sometimes intentionally, for political or 
... -propaganda purposes. 
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Other .'.polications‘of the Slide-Sound Technique 


yfiilo the%e Oakland seventlj.-grad€rs arc using _slide-sound to, 


Sj. * . * 

express hjencr'-il theines« hi^h school students in Enfield, v^onnecticut v 

« 

\ Debes a)nd Willi uns, 1974, p.35) yore challenged 6y their teacher 


to choose any subject irt Social Studies that interested them and produce 


i 

a slide-sound work .for class and school use, •• Known as the Lab Cart 


program, the approach requir-ed thal the students go into 'the community 

For research purposes., organize, dlarr-fy, and translate ideas into 

1 \ " - 

visual‘terms. .Eventually, they did move into print, producing journals 
anlf yearbooks which were uTsed in the school, community, and even by 


a soc 


oci - ’! agenev,. The National 
„ - \ 


Association of Cental Health. - 


Social Studies students at Park Last High School, a non— traditional 

/• " ' _ .. 

community school in 0 New York .City, ma.(Je slide-sound dncumerrtA’ries for 

y r 

ai unit study on immigration (Cummiings, p.37). The studehts gathered 
pictures “and memorabilia from family albums and _taped interviews With 
relatives and friends Jo produce 11 Family Roots," dealing with the 
arrival- in New York-of Jews ffom Europe, blacks from the South, and 
both English-speaking and Spanish-speaking Puerto Ricans from the 

0 l * . 

island. In effect, they wrote their own text with visuals and taped 

■ • \ : v 

reminiscences. - 

' 9 0 * > . * 

' * • ' 

a _ - - - - 

Television and Reading - 

' ’ ' . • 0 . • 

Both the Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 0 and Mount Vernon, New York 1 , 

* . * . *• 

school systems are experimenting with using videotapes of popular commercial 








. * 
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shows like "Sanford and Son" an<4. 'Kuhg Fu" to help reluctant readers 


learn to read (Feelcy, 1J75). < Middle-grade/Junior- High students,who 


have low achievement scores or v;ho can read but don’t, view the* video¬ 


tapes and then immediately read from l^e scripts,' assuming the Various 


_rolos. In this way, the readers bring a good deal of information about 
the language of the text to their reading and motivation is high. 


The children learn video language (zoom, teaser, pan) and filming 


•v**' ° * s 

techniques (close-up, ’"shooting up" to create dominance) as, they view 


and read iavorite shows, combining growth in visual and verbal literacy. 


They learn to interpret body language and kinesics, for cxamplb, Red Foxx*' 


produced a "grimace 1 ’ in a toothache segment, and his face more than ^ 
- i ‘ _ ' .■ . ft 

adeouatelv defined the word! 


Z* t . * 

k"hilc Mount Vernon ha^ decided $o concentrate on*T,ead-ing skills, 


the. Philadelphia approach develops a whole range of language skills 

■> ' 

around the visual experience. Percies the activities with the commercial 


tapes, the children research, write, dramatize, and film theii; own sho^s, 


learning to read nad write through both film and print. 


Conclusions. 


More and more, teachers in the mid-seven.ties are recognizing that' 


our children are products of a visual era vho'bring d. good deal bf visual 


literacy- to their school language learnings-. School does not have to be 


a print-dominated 'expedience but can combine bo"th the visual* and the verbal 

* * .. u . * * • 


to be a natural extension of our visual culture. From the examples cited 

-<v • " ‘ \ ; ' - - -... \ 

in this- paper, it is evident that teachers ^whether or not they $re ‘ 
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__;_ '? 


conscious of the visual ^literacy movement, .are'using photography, 


film, and videotape both to extend children's - native, visual literacy 


't ■ ^ ^ * * 

and to help develop-verbal' literacy in the language.ttreas of spdakipj 


reading and writing. 


^6 


- S' 


Ms. Judic.Vitronski's Directions fof Simple : ‘Animati‘on Films 


Equipment . - 

Super 8 movie camera \ 

v Tripod * . . ; 

Backboard. . 

■ • - f» . . * • - , 

‘Construction paper or felt. • 

Procedure' • ' 

Camera and backboard _are placed at' a 90 de'gree angle'for sharpness 
? Several frames are takep of. each setting # 

Objects are moved % inch between shots,: * 


: r ■■■■:.■ 

'*:■ ;:v: 








V 
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Slide-sound,;super 8 animations, black-and-white photographs‘and 
.children's responses (Vihonski). 









